R ecent efforts to refocus occupational therapy on individuals' participation in occupation have brought to the foreground the paucity of appropriate instruments to support this emphasis. Although an abundance of instruments to identify and measure limitations in body function or impairments exists, there are limited choices if one's interest is activity, participation, or features of the environment in which the person is living his or her daily life.
This situation imposes serious constraints on both clinicians and researchers because assessments are one of our key methods for documenting important phenomena. Our instruments provide the means to identify the existence and nature of a client problem, to identify or clarify what services may be appropriate to address a problem, and to determine whether the services have brought about a desired change. Without a sound measure that captures the relevant domain, a researcher, practitioner, or payer may conclude that no problem exists, that no change resulted from an intervention, or that the magnitude of change achieved is not meaningful.
Activity, participation, and environment require measures that can capture the complexity of individuals situated in their daily lives. Existing measures of impairment, which reflect performance of standardized tasks in a standard context, do not provide good models for how to proceed. Thus, clinicians and researchers have needed to create new methods to capture these phenomena, as illustrated by the articles in this issue. Not only are these articles interesting in their own right, but they also suggest valuable models that others can build on. In fact, two of the articles (by Chan, Chung, & Packer and Berg & LaVesser) illustrate how the original Activity Card Sort provided a template for subsequent development of a culturally appropriate adaptation and a new means to support exploration of the daily activities of young children.
In the past decade, developers and users of instruments have become more aware of the importance of careful research to ensure the psychometric soundness of new measures. In addition to the standard studies of reliability and validity, however, it is also important to be attentive to the expected context of use. Instruments are typically designed with a particular use in mind and they may or may not work well in a different context. One important context of interest is to support client-centered assessment in clinical practice. Measures with this purpose are designed to help examine current activity and participation and relevant supports and barriers to facilitate goal identification and intervention planning. These instruments tend to be comprehensive and, if used in research, may be used to better describe and understand patterns of performance in groups of individuals experiencing disability.
A second important use of instruments is to examine the effectiveness of services or other processes of change, particularly through research. This focus means that the scales in the instrument must be sensitive to (able to detect) meaningful increments of change over a relevant period of time in a particular population. Establishing this property takes additional research beyond the standard examinations of reliability and validity.
In addition, for use in large-scale research studies of intervention efficacy and effectiveness, which typically involve several hundred participants, an instrument must be practical and feasible to administer and score. Typically, this means that it cannot take too much time or require too much unique training and expertise to administer. In contrast to clinical assessment, there often is less need for detailed information on each individual's performance as long as overall status is well captured.
Given the previously noted paucity of instruments in the field, we need many more instruments that can address and support both of these important purposes for different populations and contexts. Until now, however, relatively more attention has been paid to developing instruments for clinical assessment. If we want to see something other than measures of impairment or narrow measures of "function" used to test the effectiveness of our practice, then we also need to direct our attention to developing alternative instruments that can measure activity and participation of individuals in their daily lives in large-scale research investigations.
